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ABSTRACT

BENEFITS AND EMOTIONS PRESENT IN OFFLINE AND ONLINE COMMUNITIES:
A TAXONOMIC ANALYSIS

Maureen J. Wieland, MA
Department of Communication Studies
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Kathleen Valde, Director

This interpretive qualitative study was established to explore the differences and
similarities between the benefits gained through online and offline community membership as
well as the emotions that are commonly present during conversations between community
members. Through an online survey, responses were collected in order to create a typology of
benefits as well as emotions discussed within each type of community (either offline of online).
The researchers discovered a variety of differences as well as similarities that expand the current
research on the field of communication community scholarship.
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CHAPTER 1
AN INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE

With the rise of new and improved communication technology, American culture seems
ever more enticed to turn to their devices instead of their offline community members for
relationships and connection. In 1995, only one in ten American adults was going online
(Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). As of 2011, that number has rocketed up to 78 percent of American
adults and 95 percent of teenagers using the internet for a variety of reasons, one of the most
prominent being communication (Zickuhr & Smith, 2012).
Since the creation of this technology, researchers have been engaged in dialogue over the
benefits and potential harms of these communication tools. Early computer-mediated
communication research found evidence that communication through technology was inferior
and less meaningful compared to face-to-face communication (Kiesler, Siegel, & McGuire,
1984). Researchers and laymen alike fear that constant communication online versus offline may
be changing the way individuals interact, creating an increasingly shallow form of
communication (Baym, 2015). More recent studies have shown computer mediated
communication in a more positive light stating that communicating via these online channels
may promote higher self-esteem, interaction, and community involvement (Katz & Rice, 2002).
The central purpose of these new media since their inception has been to allow individuals to
communicate without being geographically co-present (Baym, 2015), and this freedom of
connection demonstrates only one of the many benefits online communication offers. Today
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there seems to be an unending abundance of different applications, websites, chat rooms, game
rooms, and online messaging systems to choose from when deciding to have a conversation and
connect to others online.
Current research trends have focused on social support in online communities, such as for
those in medical support groups (Oh, Ozkaya, & LaRose, 2014) or for those who feel ostracized
offline (Barns, 2014) as well as the educational value of online communication (Palonen &
Hakkarainen, 2013). A lack of specific focus on offline community and satisfaction, however,
has left the area of inquiry open for new discoveries. The present study fills this gap in research
by examining the ways in which individuals use a variety of communication channels to connect
to their offline and online communities. By examining the differences and similarities between
the benefits gained through offline or online community membership, as well as the emotions
presented during conversations between community members, the current study aims to
contribute a more detailed and complex understanding of what individuals receive from their
connections to communities.

Community: Offline and Online
Connection to a community is an integral part of humanity. One’s overall sense of
community is a key component of levels of happiness and well-being (Seligman, 2011;
Jayawickreme, Forgeard, & Seligman, 2012). By being a member in a community, one is able to
receive a variety of benefits from the fulfillment of needs to emotional connection (McMillan &
Chavis, 1986). Sense of community plays an essential role in how we live our lives and is an
important factor to study in relation to communication.
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As most scholars recognize, communication is a key component to achieving a strong
sense of community. According to Carrey (2008), communication is not simply transmitting
ideas and information. Instead, it is “a sacred ceremony that draws persons together in fellowship
and commonality” (Carrey, 2008, p.18). There is a reason why the word community and the
word communication sound so similar. They are both derived from the same Latin term
communis meaning in common or sharing. Communication is the foundation of any community;
without one there cannot be the other (Carrey, 2008). It is through communication that people
build their relationships, and it is relationships that build a community. As stated by Baym
(2015), “Our messages are the tools with which we build and tinker with our connections, and
the mirror through which we see them” (p.145).
When many people consider the term community, they immediately bring to mind their
neighbors, perhaps coworkers, and even fellow students (Gruzd, Wellman, & Takhteyey, 2011).
This was the case for many years, but it has recently started to shift. As stated by Gruzd et al.
(2011), “Until the 1970s, almost all relational definitions of community were locally constrained,
treating neighborhoods and communities as almost synonymous” (p. 1295). Wellman (1988)
defined the term community as a composition of relationships in which members feel secure and
are able to receive help from other members. This definition describes a community that does not
necessarily share a geographic location such as a neighborhood, but instead begins to describe a
community similar to those found online.
With today’s technology, when it comes to defining community there is a wide variety of
responses you can choose from, especially when defining communities connected online.
Ridings, Gefen, and Arinze (2006) describe online communities as an online location where
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participants share interests and goals, where there is a sense of permanence, and where there is a
sufficient degree of frequency in interaction. Feenberg and Bakardjieva (2004) use identification
with common symbols, rituals, and practices as well as an acceptance of common rules, respect,
and authentic communication to represent an online community. Many also agree that social
network sites such as Facebook and Twitter can be defined as a community in which members
can create profiles to represent themselves, produce and consume information, and interact with
others who may share common interests (Baym, 2015). Virtual communities and portable
communities allow members who may never physically meet or who gather only intermittently
to connect (Adams & Sardiello, 2000; Chen, 2009; Doherty, 2004). Whichever definition is
chosen, it is clear to see that people are now creating relationships and connecting to
communities online through the use of technology. There is still a strong debate though within
this area of study addressing the value of online communities. Are online relationships allowing
individuals to feel a strong sense of community or are they leading individuals to be connected
through technology but lacking in community?
One side of this argument is that online communities are not as satisfying and do not
allow for as strong a sense of community as geographical communities. According to Wellman,
Boases, and Chen (2002), American society is abandoning the more traditional understanding of
community for “networked individualism” where people can switch back and forth quickly from
network to network in attempts to achieve a sense of belonging. Wellman does not believe this
type of connecting has the same satisfying results as offline communities.
Others researchers have found similar results, reporting that offline relationships—
especially ones that were first formed face-to-face—are more developed and result in stronger
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feelings of connection than those formed primarily online (Chan & Cheng, 2004; Mesch &
Talmud, 2006; Parks & Roberts, 1998). Caughlin and Sharabi (2013) also found that
participants who communicated only via technology felt less close and less satisfied than those
who communicated through a variety of face-to-face (f2f) and computer-mediated
communication (CMC) channels.
With the boom of new ubiquitous communication technology, many researchers warn of
the potential for the diminishment of geographical communities. Turkel (2011) warns that
communication technology may lead us away from f2f relationships and reduce our connections
to digital communities only. Turkel tells a cautionary tale of the isolation and separation that may
occur when individuals turn to their technology more than their locally grounded communities,
becoming only partially aware of their real-world surroundings. Many other studies have
demonstrated the same ideas, that the overuse of online interaction may be potentially harmful
(Beard, 2005; Caplan, 2002; Davis, 2001). Caplan (2003) also found that students who preferred
online communication compared to face-to-face reported more negative and compulsive internet
use while Ybarra and Mitchell (2005) revealed the negative effects of online communication on
participant’s well-being. A positive relationship between instant messenger usage online and
levels of depression was discovered by Van den Eijnden, Meerkerk, Vermulst, Spiikerman, and
Engels, (2008) while Cole (2000) found that internet communicators socialized less with the
members of their household. The results of online connection were quantified in a study by Nie,
Hillygus, and Erbring (2002). They state, “each minute online takes away 20 seconds with
family members, 7 seconds with friends, 11 seconds with colleagues, and adds 45 seconds of
time spent alone” (as cited in Baym, 2015, p. 165).
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Internet users in general have been found to socialize slightly less with household
members than non-users (Cole, 2000). This time spent online may be reducing the sense of
community one feels with their geographical community which may in turn be producing some
harmful effects. Perhaps this loss of connection to an offline community is producing a society of
individuals who are not satisfied with their current relationships and who are generally unhappy.
As stated previously, an overall sense of community is an important factor in one’s levels of
happiness and well-being (Seligman, 2011; Jayawickreme et al., 2012). Without this community,
we may be left feeling connected, but unhappy and very alone (Turkel, 2011).
Even with these warnings, the use of online communication to connect with others has
been on the rise. In 2000, Americans on average knew only 3.1 people online whom they had
never met in person. By 2012, that number had increased to 11.1 (Cole, 2013). Between 2000
and 2012, f2f relationships that had initially begun online increased from 0.7 to 3 (Cole, 2013).
It is easy to look at the abundance of research over the years condemning online
communities and conclude that they are indeed negatively contributing to American society. But
not all online communication should be seen as detrimental. For some, CMC channels may
provide beneficial opportunities and more connection than f2f conversations. In a study by
Claytona, Osborn, Miller, and Oberle (2013), participant’s increased levels of communication
apprehension significantly predicted emotional connectedness on Facebook. Communication
technologies have also allowed us to be more connected than ever to our friends and family,
those we have met offline originally. Through this technology, one individual can Skype with
their long distance partner, text their worried mother, and instant message their friends studying
abroad all in one hour. This would not have been possible without the use of new CMC channels.
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Online communication has demonstrated positive results such as increased social support, easier
connection to geographically distant contacts, and the ability to form new relationships with
individuals with interests in common (Kraut, Kiesler, Boneva, Cummings, Helgeson, &
Crawford, 2002). Some studies have also found that online social network site (SNS) usage has
resulted in a greater sense of community with other SNS users (Köbler, Riedl, Vetter, Leimeister,
& Krcmar, 2010).
Online communities provide a safe haven for many who do not appreciate or have the
skills necessary for in-person interaction (Amichai-Hamburger and McKenna, 2006). Techsavvy individuals can use CMC channels to keep their f2f relationships alive (McEwan and
David, 2013). In the Pew Internet and American Life Project (2000), 61 percent of participants
who did not use the internet reported visiting with family and friends during the previous day
while 72 percent of internet users had (as cited in Lenhart, Simons, and Graziano, 2001).
Robinson, Kestnbaum, Neustadtl, and Alvarez (2002) also found that internet users spent three
times as much time attending social events and conversing with others than non-users. Just
because individuals communicate online does not necessarily mean they will be lacking in
meaningful offline conversations and community.
According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), there are two major functions of the term
community. The first refers to one’s geographical community, their neighbors, the town they live
in, etc. The second refers to formed relationships without reference to geographic location. Both
usages of the term are needed to fully grasp one’s overall sense of community, but, as technology
influences American society, it may be that communities are forming more around shared skills
and interests and less around locality. Perhaps through online communication, communities are
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forming with stronger bonds and benefits than those that are formed due to geographic
placement.
As demonstrated by a large body of conflicting research, there is still much to learn about
how individuals gain and maintain their sense of community, offline and online, and how they
communicate with other members. One idea that is clear though, is that communication plays a
crucial role in how people form relationships and connect to their communities. Individuals gain
a variety of benefits through their membership in each of their communities, on and offline. By
studying the benefits of offline versus online community membership, this present study can
contribute to the currently conflicted body of literature surrounding the concept of community
fond both offline and online.
The previous review of the current research on the effects and benefits of online and
offline community membership has led to the asking of two initial and related research
questions:
RQ1: What are the benefits of being a member of an offline community?
RQ2: What are the benefits of being a member of an online community?

Need Fulfillment and Satisfaction
Individuals connect to communities to receive benefits such as social, financial, and
emotional support (Ridings & Gefen, 2004). It is through these connections that individuals can
establish happy and healthy relationships in which they feel safe communicating about a variety
of topics. By connecting to other individuals with shared interests, needs, or concerns,
community members can feel more satisfied in their daily lives (Jayawickreme et al., 2012).
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Within the study of community and communication, it is important to first understand what acts
as motivation to become a member of a community as well as the effects that membership has.
Self-determination theory (SDT) is a theory of motivations. According to Lawman and
Wilson (2013), SDT “relates to the interest, the concern, and the tendency behind a person’s
choice for a determined activity (p.3). SDT proposes three basic needs (competence, relatedness,
and autonomy) that act as motivators and that one must meet in order to experience well-being
(Burke, Cameron, Cooper, Johnson, & Miller, 2014). Competence refers to the innate tendency
for individuals to seek out challenges and work toward goals; to experience mastery and
effectiveness in one’s interactions (White, 1959; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Relatedness refers to the
universal drive to be connected to and experience others (Baumeister and Leary, 1995); to have a
sense of belongingness with other individuals and with one’s community (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Finally, autonomy is defined as the need or motivation to feel in control of one’s own choices in
life (Mohr, Cujipers, & Lehman. 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Through the fulfillment of these
needs, individuals can increase their levels of well-being and happiness and can feel more
satisfied with their relationships (Jayawickreme et al., 2012). Satisfaction of these three basic
needs has also been shown to result in better moods, higher levels of self-esteem, and more
positive physical symptoms (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008). On the contrary, according to
Peng, Lin, Pfeiffer, and Winn, 2012, contexts that thwart the fulfillment of these needs
negatively impact wellness. The inability to meet these three basic needs results in unsatisfying
events, relationships, conversations, and even communities.
These needs may be met through a variety of daily life experiences, one of which is
communication. SDT can be utilized in communication research to gather a better understanding
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of what motivates individuals to communicate the way they do. The limited research on selfdetermination theory in relation to communication has previously produced mixed results.
According to Van den Eijnden et al. (2008), online communication may reduce one’s ability to
fulfill the needs that must be met through communication which then reduces levels of wellbeing. Kraut et al. (2002) also suggests that frequent online communication may be harmful to
adolescents. The ability for an individual to fulfill these three needs through communication may
result in a more satisfying conversation as well as a generally more satisfied self.
In regards to the need for relatedness, SDT can be explored in the example of learning
environments. Through interactions with others, people learn new ideas, information, and
languages that may not have been obtained through individualistic learning (Vygotsky, 1978;
Hymes, 1971). If this is the case, the concern is raised about the legitimacy and value of online
learning environments (such as online college courses) which may not fulfill this relatedness
need and may produce a lower quality of education (Allen & Seaman, 2010). While the
asynchronous convenience is present in computer-mediated education environments, the
relational aspect may not be supported (Roseth, Saltarelli, & Glass, 2011). By deciding to
educate via online communication channels, our society may be missing out on the fulfillment of
this essential need.
As stated above, fulfilling the need of autonomy produces a perception of choice and
psychological freedom (Reeve, 2012). In relation to communication research, computer mediated
communication channels allow users to manage, adapt, and edit the information they choose to
share producing a higher level of autonomy. Through online anonymity, individuals can create
the identity they wish they had which may or may not be truthful to their offline self. Users can
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take the time to think on an issue before responding which gives them more control over their
conversation and their impressions on others. CMC provides users a higher level of confidence
by increasing the control they have over social-presentation and non-verbal cues (Joinson, 2004).
In a study of computer mediated gaming, Peng et al. (2012) explored autonomysupportive gaming functions. The researchers found that the more autonomy the gaming channel
allowed the participant (i.e. the more character development, movement, and task and reward
choice), the more satisfied the participants were and the more enjoyment they received from
playing the game. Peng et al. also found that games that allowed for a steady progression of
challenges and accomplishment of skills resulted in higher levels of competence and enjoyment
(2012). In a similar study, participants who played the video games with another player, rather
than playing alone, satisfied the relatedness need and again resulted in higher levels of
enjoyment and satisfaction in the gaming experience (Ryan, Rigby, and Przybylski, 2006).
Through the benefits of an online gaming channel, these participants were able to satisfy the
three basic needs as discussed in SDT.
The communication channel individuals choose to use when conversing with others may
help or hinder their fulfillment of these three needs and may result in a more or less satisfying
conversation and experience with a community. One example of the negative effects of online
communication is a study in which researchers examined if CMC channels could be a functional
alternative to f2f communication. Researchers found that their participants preferred f2f
communication contexts over CMC to fulfill interpersonal communication needs (Flaherty,
Pearce, & Rubin, 1998). Simon (2006) found that participants rated CMC as lower in satisfaction
and closeness. CMC channels also resulted in lower levels of satisfaction in a study by Spitzberg
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(2006). Previous research involving autonomy, relatedness, and competence in relation to CMC
rates computer mediated communication channels as having a lower ability to meet these three
needs than face to face communication.
Although autonomy, relatedness, and competence are key factors in determining one’s
satisfaction with their offline and online communities, there are a multitude of other emotional
concepts that are present in this equation. When an individual feels close or connected with their
community, they are able to fulfill the needs noted above, as well as receive emotional support
from other members. Emotional support is defined by Cutrona and Russell (1990) as, “the ability
to turn to others for comfort and security during times of stress” (p. 322) which results in a
feeling that one is being cared for by others. Without this important emotional factor,
membership in a community is less satisfying and less rewarding.
For an individual to feel truly satisfied with the conversations they have with their
communities, they should be allowed to grow toward their mastery of goals, connect and
experience belongingness with others, demonstrate confidence in their abilities, and feel support
emotionally from others in their community.
Deriving from the body of previous literature about satisfaction and emotional support,
the following two and final research questions were used to guide the current study:
RQ3: What emotions are present during conversations between members of offline
communities?
RQ4: What emotions are present during conversations between members of online
communities?
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Conclusion
Previous research on online versus offline communication have resulted in highly
conflicting findings. While some warn that connecting online may lead to unsatisfying
conversations and relationships, others have found that online communication has overcome
these supposed limitations and now acts as an even more efficient communication channel than
its predecessors. If online communication is truly as detrimental as some researchers make it
seem, how is it that American society continues to rush ahead into an era of ubiquitous online
connection? The current study’s objective is to add to this area of research and to try to clear the
muddied waters of these relationships. As communication technology continues to evolve and
become more ubiquitous in society, it is beneficial for individuals to better understand how to
obtain a strong sense of community and how to reap the most satisfaction from their daily
interactions with off and online friends, family, and coworkers. As stated in Baym (2015),
As we lose connection to space, our geographical community, do we also become
detached from those nearby whose social support comprised communities of old and on
whose interconnections civil society depends? (p.102).
To contribute to this body of work, the current study explores the differences, and possible
similarities, between the benefits of connecting to community members offline verses online.
This study also examines what emotions are present within conversations between community
members and what effects that presentation of emotion may have on how individuals connect. In
order to study the areas of communication and community scholarship further, a strategic
methodology was selected to gather an in depth understanding of these topics. The next chapter
will go into detail about the data collection process and method used to obtain detailed data.

CHAPTER 2
METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This chapter provides the methodological foundation for the present study. Included in
this chapter is the reasoning behind the selected methods as well as the participants involved, the
research design, and the data collection strategies used. Copies of the consent forms, IRB
approval, and the full online questionnaire can be found in the appendixes at the conclusion of
this thesis.
Qualitative Induction
This research study was designed as an exploratory and interpretive look into
understandings of online and offline communities and what benefits and emotions are present
within each. The inductive qualitative research design was established to gain insight into how
these terms are being constructed by those who consider themselves included in these types of
communities. A qualitative approach was utilized in order to gather a detailed and more robust
understanding of the communication phenomenon of community.
Qualitative research involves four major features (Tracy, 2011). The first is qualitative
method’s ability to capture the details of participant’s experiences and meaning. The second is its
tendency to incorporate naturally occurring data collection strategies. The third is qualitative
tendency to work inductively by building claims instead of deductively by testing them. Finally,
the fourth feature is its analysis of words and visuals instead of numbers. It was because of these
four important features that this method of inquiry was selected for the current study.

Qualitative research and data explore and describe, search for the definition and
redefinition of meaning, in order to help society understand the stories and experiences of others
(Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002). The goal of this research was to explore and describe the
experiences of connecting to on and offline communities. By utilizing this methodology, the
current study was able to keep the integrity of participant responses while discovering and
establishing a clearer sense of these communities and their benefits to the individuals involved.
Through the process of formulating this research study, my own personal research
background and beliefs played a significant role. As stated in Tracy (2012), “The mind and body
of a qualitative researcher literally serve as research instruments – absorbing, sifting through, and
interpreting the world through observation, participation, and interviewing” (Tracy, 2012, Ch.1).
My background helped to shape the methodological approach and research questions within this
study in general. Instead of beginning with a strict statistical base, this study began with a sense
of vision, a direction for the research to go in, and a series of questions that could be answered
through the collection of data.
This study was composed of a series of open-ended questions presented through an
online survey platform (SurveyMonkey). The survey included a wide range of questions to
gather a detailed understanding of how these individuals connect to and communicate with their
offline and online community members. Questions about their most recent and memorable
conversations with community members were asked as well as questions about the benefits of
being a member of a community and emotions present within conversations between community
members. Participants were able to respond in their own terms and were allowed to write as
much as they wished to provide researchers with as much detail as possible. The questions
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pertaining to the most recent and most memorable conversations with community members were
routed through SurveyMonkey in order to let participants describe which ever type of
community they thought of first. After completing the questions about that community,
participants indicated whether this was an online or offline community. Whichever community
they reported on first, the survey routed them to the appropriate next questions about the opposite
type of community (whether online or offline). The survey concluded with a brief set of
demographic questions. The full list of questions presented in the survey can be found in
Appendix C.
Sample Selection
In this study, participants were gathered through a convenience sample. As the
requirements for participation in this study were only that one is over the age of eighteen, the
pool of participants was deep. Participants also had to have access to the internet and a working
computer to be able to take the online survey. No participants were rejected due to any
demographic indicators. Connection to an offline or online community was also not a
requirement for participation. Respondents could complete portions of the survey, such as the
definitions of community and family sections, without considering themselves a member of a
community. This study aimed at gathering a more robust understanding of how people connect to
those they consider to be in their communities. Because this is an exploratory study, all
participants were acceptable no matter how they defined their status in a community. The study
was conducted via an online survey that was available to anyone who had access to the shared
link.
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Because of the online nature of this survey, participants ranged dramatically. In total,
304 responses were collected. The majority of participants were from the Midwest (87.2%) with
an additional 8.5 percent representing the other regions of the United States. The remaining
participants (4.3%) were from other countries outside of the U.S. including Saudi Arabia,
Zimbabwe, Jamaica, Sweden, France, and Australia. Female respondents made up 55 percent of
the participant pool with males (44.5%) and other (0.4%). Sixty-two percent of participants were
Caucasian, 21.2% African American, 9.4% Hispanic, 2.4% Asian, less than one percent
American Indian, Alaskan Native, or Pacific Islander, and 3.9% other. The mean age of
participants was 23.4 (range 18 to 64).
Data Collection Strategy
One set of participants were collected from a large Midwestern university. These students
were involved in one of two undergraduate communication courses and were offered extra credit
for their involvement in the study. Other opportunities for extra credit were also presented at the
same time giving participants a choice of extra credit options. Those who chose this study were
given the link to the online survey and followed the instructions accordingly. To receive credit,
an additional pre-questionnaire was constructed that allowed participants to input their name,
student identification number, and course in which they were to receive the credit. At the
completion of this pre-questionnaire, participants followed a concluding link to the official study
survey. This pre-questionnaire was constructed so as to keep the responses to the survey
anonymous while also allowing students to receive the credit for their participation.
Other participants were collected via online social media outlets. The link to the survey
was disseminated online through my Facebook and Twitter accounts. Individuals connected to
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the researcher through these online accounts were asked to participate and/or share the link with
others who they thought would be interested in participating. By sharing the link through these
online sources, respondents could be gathered from a more diverse pool of eligible participants.

Data Analysis Procedures
Unlike its quantitative counterpart, the analysis portion of research begins as soon as the
data starts coming in when utilizing an inductive qualitative approach. As the data were being
collected, it was carefully analyzed and coded. In total, one hundred and fifty responses were
coded in detail out of 304, at which point saturation had occurred within the data trends. That
saturation occurred so deep into the data suggests that the phenomena being explored are quite
complex (Manning & Kunkel, 2014). In order to capture all of the potentially relevant aspects of
the data, each response was analyzed for data cues which could then be used to analyze further
responses. By comparing responses and coding for similarities, patterns emerged from the data.
As concepts and patterns were discovered throughout the provisional analysis process,
observations were made and recorded.
As coding continued, categories began to emerge and responses were grouped into the
categories that were most appropriate. Careful notes were taken so as not to miss any meaningful
observations hidden in the data. Although counting was not utilized frequently, notes were taken
of the frequency with which items occurred in the responses. As Straus and Corbin (1990) state,
focus on counting how often an event appears in the data may keep the researcher from noticing
some other phenomena that may be an important contribution to the evolving theory.
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Through these procedures, a taxonomy or typology began to form. As stated in Manning
and Kunkel (2014), taxonomic analysis allows researchers to identify what elements are present
within a given context or culture such as on and offline communities. This form of analysis is
ideally used when attempting to interpretively derive patterns of substance and behavior from a
qualitative data set. Taxonomic analysis is also useful in determining elements of experiences
which can be categorized into intelligible groups of meaning. In using this form of analysis for
the current study, the researchers were able to deduce meaning and make usually implicit
qualities (such as emotions) more explicit.
More precisely, a specific taxonomic approach was utilized in the present study. With the
specific research questions in mind, upon collection, the data were able to be coded into separate
categories of the benefits of both online and offline communities. The described emotions within
the reported conversations were also sorted into specific categories. As more and more responses
were coded, categories started to become more clearly defined and adjusted to fit the data set
more accurately. Once the categories were more clearly developed, exemplars for each were
pulled to better define the contents of each category.

Conclusion
Through the process of data collection and coding, a clearer understanding of the benefits
of both online and offline community membership was determined. A representation of the
emotions that are present during conversations between offline community members compared
to online community members was also gathered. In the next chapter, the resulting types will be
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defined and exemplars will be given to demonstrate each. The presentation of results also helps
to indicate how categories were derived from the data collected.

CHAPTER 3
RESULTS

Through the process of collecting and analyzing the current data set, the benefits
individuals receive from being a member of an offline and/ or an online community and the
differences between those benefits could be identified. The data also displayed a surprising
difference in the emotions reported during conversations between offline community members
versus online community members. This chapter will first demonstrate the taxonomy of benefits
found online and offline and then will move into describing the taxonomy of emotions present
within conversations involving each type of community. It is important to note the nonexclusivity of the taxonomies of benefits and emotions presented below in that it is possible to
have overlap between each type (Manning & Kunkel, 2014, non-exclusive taxonomies).

Benefits of Offline Community Membership- Research Question 1
In order to answer research question one, participants were explicitly asked what benefits
they believe they receive from their membership in an offline community. Then, each of the
benefits described by respondents were coded into a set of categories. Through detailed coding, a
taxonomy of five key benefits to being a member of an offline community were distinguished.
These categories include social, educational, emotional, health, and financial. The following
section will define each category and provide support through exemplars pulled from the data
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Social
The first category of benefits of offline community membership is social benefits. This
type defines a grouping of benefits involving the ability of offline community members to
communicate, relate, create friendships, and share in fellowship and entertainment with each
other. As one male 37-year-old member of a role-playing organization stated,
I have fun interacting with the group, both within and without the role-playing context. It
also affords me opportunity to be more social and to learn more about interaction.

This participant describes his ability to be social and have fun with the other members of his
offline community. Another respondent reported on her involvement in a campus Greek
community. She stated,
I always have someone to turn to, and a friendly neighbor. There are always fun activities
going on and a way for me to get involved.

This category of benefits demonstrates the social, fun, and entertaining perks of being involved
with an offline community. As a member, one is able to connect and share experiences with their
friends and fellow community members. Regardless of the type of offline community, this
category was always present. From traditional neighborhoods, to campus organizations, to places
of employment, this type of benefit is persistently present in offline communities.
Educational
The second category defines a grouping of benefits involving the ability of offline
community members to share information, learn new skills, increase their understanding of
various topics, and give and receive advice from other members. This type also includes access
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to the physical resources necessary to increase one’s education such as access to classrooms,
courses, and libraries. One 27-year old responded describes this type through her experience as
an expatriate. She states,
Expats who have been here longer know businesses and organizations to go to that are
friendly and safe and will not take advantage of foreigners. We can exchange information
on immigration, foreign laws, corrupt places, good restaurants, local events, etc.
Through this participant’s membership in her offline community of expats, she is able to gain
access to valuable information about the country in which she lives. Another respondent reported
on her cohort of medical students as an offline community in which she is involved. She states,
Misery loves company and medical school can often be the very definition of misery. But
we’re all in it together doing the same work, studying and trying to digest the same boatload of material. Additionally, we provide each other with resources (videos, articles,
charts, diagrams, etc.) to help each other learn more easily. And going forward, I know
that this is a group of colleagues that I can call in favors to in the future (especially early
in my career when I haven’t made a ton of colleague connections). If I have a medical
question that’s outside my area of expertise, I can call up one of my med school
classmates and talk about it with them. And I can do the same for them. Since we know
each other’s interests and strengths, we can play off that as our careers progress.
As a member of her medical school cohort, this respondent is able to collaborate and share
knowledge, furthering her education for years to come. As demonstrated by these exemplars, it is
clear to see that, as a member of an offline community, one has access to a variety of educational
benefits.
Emotional
The third category defines a grouping of benefits involving the ability of offline
community members to express their emotions, feel comforted and comfortable in their
environment, and to feel supported in times of distress or need. Many respondents viewed this
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type of benefit as so crucial to community membership, they even included it in their initial
definition of community. As a member of an offline community, individuals can feel that
someone is there to have their back when they need extra support. One 19-year old student
described the dormitory floor she lives on as her offline community. She states,
I have made really good friends on my floor. The people are there to support me
whenever I need help and we all care for each other very much.
Just as that respondent detailed, membership in offline communities like roommates or
floormates can benefit one emotionally and provide for them a place where they feel comforted.
Another respondent reported on her connection with her local church community. She describes
the benefits she receives from this community as,
A shared faith, support during times of personal loss, a sense of purpose, hope for the
world, belonging and forgiveness.
Whether the offline community is faith-based or location-based, one type of benefits many
members receive from their connections are emotional in nature. Because the data about
emotions were particularly rich, it was inductively decided that they would be explored more indepth as part of the second two research questions.
Health
The fourth type of benefits received by offline community membership is health benefits.
This category of benefits defines members’ abilities to increase their physical capacities through
activities within their community such as fitness classes, college sports, and access to athletic
facilities. This type also includes the social support and motivation provided by community
members to stay fit, lose weight, or get in shape. As one 23- year old female reported, her
membership in a local gym provides her with a variety of health benefits. She states,
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The biggest benefit is that you get to hang out with friends and lose weight and stay fit at
the same time, so if you don’t have a lot of time to hang out with your friends because
you have school and homework all the time, the gym is a great place to meet your friends
plus you get to work out.
Another respondent reported on his participation in his university’s hockey team. Through this
community he is able to be motivated to stay healthy. He states,
[It] helps me become a better person on and off the ice. [It] improves my overall attitude
on hard work and keeps me motivated each and every day.

Both of these examples demonstrate the type of fitness benefits that are possible through offline
community membership. Another level of health related benefits is shown through a 27-yearold’s example. She states,
I recently have been helping raise money for a MS fundraiser that directly effects a
member of my family. It’s beautiful to see the whole community wanting to help and
give. I’m glad I can be a part of it.
This type of benefit not only includes the access to health facilities such as gyms but also
describes the motivation one receives to stay fit and get healthy from their fellow community
members. It also describes the benefits more associated with health, staying well, and working
together as members to create a healthy community.
Financial
The last category of benefits received through offline community membership is financial
benefits. This type defines a grouping of benefits involving the ability of offline community
members to receive discounts, financial aid, and increased income from others within their
communities. This type also includes benefits provided by employment within a community such
as reduced insurance rates and opportunities for promotions within the workplace. By being a
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member of an offline community, these individuals are able to save money or gain resources in a
wide variety of ways. This type of benefit ranges from reduced garbage services as one 22-yearold respondent reported, to free room and board as well as a monthly stipend as one 21-year-old
residence hall employee stated. There are also financial services within the community that make
obtaining necessary items such as food and clothing more plausible for members. One 23-yearold female described the city in which her university is located. She states,
There are many services like food pantries, Goodwills, and free services. The local
schools and even shopping centers cater to a young adult club.
Through membership in offline communities as big as cities and as small as residence halls,
individuals who are included in these communities can benefit in many ways. From the data
collected for this study, five types of benefits were deduced. These benefits were social,
educational, emotional, health, and financial. As will be discussed next, these types of benefits
differ from those found through online community membership.

Benefits of Online Community Membership- Research Question 2
The same process used to answer question one was used to determine the benefits of
online community membership and answer question two. Participants were explicitly asked what
benefits they believe they receive due to their online community membership. Through detailed
coding and analysis, the researchers were able to distinguish four categories of benefits received
from online community membership. These categories are global reach, reconnect and reminisce,
educational, and convenience. Each will be defined and described in detail in the following
section including exemplars to support each category.
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Global Reach
This type defines a grouping of benefits involving the ability of online community
members to connect to those who are located geographically distant from each other. Through
CMC, online community members are able to communicate with individuals such as friends,
family, and coworkers without needing to be physically near them. Because of this, the reach of
these online communities is global. One 27-year-old male respondent reported on the online
Facebook community in which he is a member. He states,
The benefit is to keep attached to friends that I might have met during traveling or people
who moved away from where I live.
Although geographically distant, through his membership in an online community, he is able to
connect with other members around the world. Other participants reported a similar connection.
One 21-year-old male stated,
The benefits from the online communities are connection to friends and family that are
not in your immediate physical community, add links to people with common interests in
your community.
Many of the respondents who reported on their membership in an online community stated
similar benefits making this category of benefits the most prominent in the current study in
regards to online communities.
Reconnect and Reminisce
A second category of benefits deduced from the data set was the ability of online
community members to reconnect with individuals they have not communicated with recently
such as old high school or college friends who no longer share the same geographic community.
These individuals may not communicate frequently, but because of their previous connections,
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they are able to reconnect and reminisce about their past experiences through the capabilities of
online communication technology. One 57-year-old female respondent stated the benefits of
online community membership as,
Reconnection with old friends and relatives and getting to know new ones. Keeping up to
date with health issues for specific people.
Another participant, a 24-year-old female, detailed her benefits as being able to, “meet a friend
you haven’t seen since grammar school.” Although these community members may not interact
online often, they have the capabilities to reconnect whenever they so choose to their
membership in online communities. Through membership in a shared online community with
friends and family, members can produce and share or simply consume the information that is
presented to them about their old friends and relatives. They are able to keep in touch with
individuals with whom they may not have spoken for many years. This theme especially
highlights the connectedness of online-offline communication that resonates across various
themes in this study.
Educational
This type is similar to the educational category of benefits found in offline communities.
It describes a grouping of benefits involving the ability of online community members to share
information, learn from each other, obtain new skills, and stay informed about local and global
news. From online gaming communities, to Facebook and Twitter, to Reddit and Instagram,
individuals who belong to these online communities are able to gain a variety of skills and
knowledge from their membership. One 23-year-old male reported on his membership in an
online gaming community. He states the following benefits of his online community
membership,
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Support in the game we play, advice on how to better my gaming, other players to work
together with to reach difficult goals in-game.
Through his membership in this gaming community, he is able to get advice and increase his
skills in the gaming world. This type is not limited to gaming communities though. Other
respondents reported on the benefits they have received through their connection via the online
community on Instagram. As photographers, these individuals are able to receive valuable
feedback about their products from others who are highly skilled in their field. Online Facebook
and Twitter communities also allow individuals to be more educated about the happenings
around them. As one 22-year-old female states,
I stay up to date on things going on in the lives of friends and family, as well as things
going on in the world around me.
Not only can community members stay more informed about the lives of their friends and
family, they also can keep educated about the affairs of the world such as politics, environmental
issues, crises, and much more. With hashtags on Twitter and the newsfeed on Facebook, online
communities a large amount of educational benefits to community members. It also appears that
it adds to participants’ palettes of how they might ‘do’ relationships, either as a standalone online
community member or as part of an offline-online community member hybrid.
Convenience
This last type defines a grouping of benefits involving the ability of online community
members to communicate quickly and efficiently via computer mediated communication
technology. The ease of communication allows fast-paced discussions for work or entertainment
purposes as well as makes it possible to communicate with many people at the same time. This
convenience is demonstrated in the university setting where students are required to participate
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in group work. A 25-year-old male respondent reported the benefits of online community
membership as,
Easier communication including notifications on social media when new information is
being presented.
During group course work, it can oftentimes be difficult to connect to other students in the
course. Through their connection via online applications such as Facebook, these students are
able to connect quickly, communicate efficiently, and be notified when others in their
community are ready to participate. Other respondents reported on the efficiency with which
they can communicate with their coworkers whom they have connected with through online
communities.
By coding each of the participant’s responses until a saturation point had been reached,
this taxonomy of benefits presented in offline and online communities could be created. As an
answer to research question one, the categories of benefits gained from offline community
membership include social, educational, emotional, health, and financial benefits. These
categories differed from the types of benefits gained from online community membership which
included global reach, the ability to reconnect and reminisce, as well as educational and
convenience benefits. In the discussion section of this study, the issue of community definition as
well as the differences between offline and online communities will be analyzed further to gather
a more detailed understanding of why these types of benefits may differ. But first, the third and
fourth research questions must be addressed.
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Emotions Presented in Offline Community Conversations- Research Question 3
In order to answer the third research question which sought to conceptualize the emotions
present during conversations between offline community members, participants were asked to
describe what emotions they felt during a specific conversation with an offline community
member reported on previously in the survey. Researchers then performed the same coding ritual
as stated previously. As emotions were coded into relevant categories, and taxonomy of
emotions, both positive and negative, began to appear. This analysis resulted in four positive
emotions types (happiness and joy, love and support, understood and reassured, and excitement)
and three negative emotions types (stress and worry, sadness and sorrow, and anger and
annoyance) derived from the participant responses. In the following section, each category of
emotions will be defined and exemplars will be given to support the development of this
taxonomy.
Positive Emotions
Happiness and Joy. This first type of positive emotions categorizes an overall positive
sensation, of joy, happiness, and humor, and an overall pleasant emotional experience when
communicating with other members of their offline communities. Participants reporting on a
variety of offline communities demonstrated this category and quickly reached a point of
saturation within the data. One 33-year-old male participant reported on a conversation he had
with another member of his neighborhood. He states,
Is friendship an emotion? Friendliness perhaps. There was wine involved, so joy was also
taking place.
Another respondent reported on a conversation that had occurred between herself and a member
of her military community. This 23-year-old female stated that she was, “Happy. We both
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laughed at the fact that we are always sick together.” Many respondents reported feeling
emotions related to happiness and joy while communicating with other community members
resulting in this first category being the most prominent in the current data set.
Love and Support. This second grouping of positive emotions defines a category of
emotions present in discussions between members of offline communities involving very
positive and supportive emotions. This set of emotions encompasses the feeling of being loved
by others (friends and family) and cared for by the other members of their offline communities.
This type represents conversations that demonstrated the emotional sense of comfort and safety
while communicating. One 20-year-old female respondent reported on a conversation she had
with another member of her offline Greek community stating,
I felt sympathy for her because she is going through a hard time. I felt happy and thankful
that I told her she can always count on me.
This response demonstrates the feeling of love and support that many offline community
members experience when conversing with other members of their communities. Another female
participant states that there was, “just a comfortable feeling” when conversing with her
roommates, her offline community. She states, “I didn’t need to be shy or weird around them.”
This exemplifies this category of emotions and shows how truly comfortable and supported
individuals can feel when belonging to an offline community. All one 35-year-old female
respondent could report feeling was “extreme love” when conversing with her offline church
community. This second category of emotions was also highly present in the collected data.
Understood and Reassured. This type defines a category of emotions present in
discussion between members of offline communities involving the feeling of being understood,
listed to, appreciated, heard, and reassured. During times of stress of sadness, or even when
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simply seeking advice, this emotional connection, affirmation, and relational satisfaction was
often present in discussions between members of offline communities. As one 22-year-old male
states, “I sense understanding when I am getting tutored face to face” and one 57-year-old males
states, he experienced, “satisfaction that I could educate about the process at hand.” Both of these
responses demonstrate the emotions of satisfaction and understanding that forms the structure of
this category. Another 22-year-old male participant reported,
I felt comfort because I was being comforted that I will recover in the class and happy
because it’s nice to have people in your life that care.
From work, to school, to living situations, these exemplars provide support for the creation of
this important set of emotions that are commonly present during conversations with offline
community members.
Excitement. This last positive category of emotions includes feelings of excitement,
anticipation, and a positive sense of suspense. These emotions were present when individuals
within the community anticipated a happy even or occurrence that was approaching such as the
birth of a child, a wedding, or even spring break. A 22-year-old female describes her emotions
when discussing a future concert that her and other community members are going to attend
together. She states,
The emotions I felt while talking to this person was excitement because I can’t wait until
we go to another show.
Another respondent, a 23-year-old female, was also anticipating an exciting event with her
neighborhood. She states,
I was very excited for her because she’s going to be a grandparent and I was also really
happy and feeling a lot of love when I was talking about my new nephew.
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This category of positive emotions was highly integrated in the conversations respondents
reported having with other offline community members and is thus the final positive emotions
category for offline community connections.
Negative Emotions
Stress and Worry. This type defines a category of negative emotions present in
discussion between members of offline communities involving the negative emotions of stress,
anxiety, tension, and worry. Conversations where these emotions were present often times
centered around an upcoming event or occurrence that the community members did not look
forward to and that caused an overall sense of nervousness throughout the conversation. Also
included in this category are the emotions present when communicators felt threatened and
scared by impending conversations or events. One 24-year-old male participants reported the
following emotions,
During the meeting I felt content, but when I stayed behind to talk to her one on one, I
felt a little apprehension, nervousness, and anxiety because I felt like I was bringing up a
semi-confrontational topic.
This example clearly articulates this category of emotions. The respondent was worried about the
conversation that was to follow and expressed his negative anxious emotions. Many of the
responses that indicated stress and worry were followed by emotions that fell into the positive
category of understood and reassured. After expressing their worries, community members
tended to provide for them some form of comfort to reduce their stress. A 24-year-old female
describes this in her conversation with her public school health community. She states,
I felt stressed when I first started thinking about the test. By the end of the conversation I
was feeling a little more relaxed.
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By communicating with her other community members, she was able to reduce these feelings of
anxiety and become more comfortable with the situation.
Sadness and Sorrow. This category is defined as the emotions of sadness, concern
heartache, and sorrow. This type was often present in conversations between members of offline
communities who had recently lost a mutual loved one or who had experienced some form of
tragedy that they felt they needed to communicate to other members. One 50-year-old female
articulated her conversation with another member of her gun owner’s community. She states,
Sadness. So many lose lives in Chicago to criminals, but firearms are blamed and not the
fact that these areas are poor, desperate, and “the game” is a way of life for everyone.
Through her connection to her offline community members, she is able to communicate with
others who may feel the same sadness about the issues her greater community is facing. Usually
paired with this emotion set was the expression of sympathy from one or both sides of the
conversation. One 21-year-old participant described a difficult conversation she had shared with
another member of her sorority. She states,
I felt sad for her but also very proud of her. Specifically, when she told me how it is for
her to see her patient dying of cancer, yet he is still happy.
This conversation demonstrates the high level of sadness and sorrow that can be present in these
conversations with offline community members. Through these conversations, community
members can possibly seek comfort and consolation to reduce these negative emotions.
Anger and Annoyance. This type defines a category of emotions present in discussion
between offline community members involving the negative emotions of anger, madness, and
annoyance. This type was present in conversations where community members where not
understood, were scolded, or had their autonomy diminished. Some members also described
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situations where they were simply exasperated with the current situation. These conversations
between members usually left the communicators feeling unsatisfied and exhausted in their
efforts to contribute to the community in some way. As one 27-year-old male respondent
describes a conversation he had with his university community. He states, “Anger. Confusion.
Indignation. Talking about our readings evokes these strong feelings.” Another respondent
reported on a conversation she had with her neighborhood community. This 20-year-old female
states,
I was upset because I was mad I couldn't get the noise off and I was cold because the
heater was off and the power went off due to a snow/ice storm. They would tell I was
flustered because when I opened the door it was almost in a panic because I was
concerned about the high pitch noise and the dog’s ears.
These statements exemplify this category of emotions that are commonly present during
conversations between offline community members.
Although this taxonomy of emotions represents the majority of positive and negative
emotions that were presented in the offline community data, there was such a large array of
emotions that the researchers believed it was pertinent to show the full list. To show the variety
of emotional terms that were reported when asking about offline community conversations,
Table 1 has been created with a list of in vivo emotions as reported by respondents.
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Table 1. In Vivo Emotions in Offline Community Conversations
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Emotions Presented in Online Community Conversations- Research Question 4
In order to answer the fourth and final research question which sought to discover the
emotions present in conversations between online community members, the same set of
questions were asked of participants but this time in regards to their online community
membership. After the same process of coding, three types of positive emotions present during
these conversations (happiness and joy, understood and satisfied, and excitement) as well as one
negative emotions types (sadness) and one neutral or contextually-based emotion type
(nostalgia) were deduced from the responses. These types were surprisingly very different from
the emotions found in offline community discussions. Each type will be defined below and will
be demonstrated through the use of exemplars from the participant data.
Positive Emotions
Happiness and Joy. This type defines a category of emotions present in discussion
between members of online communities involving the positive emotions of joy and happiness,
gladness and humor. In conversations where this emotion type was present, community members
had an overall pleasant experience and were left feeling happy after the conversation had ended.
One 21-year-old female described her emotions as such:
It made me happy to see how great my older sister and her baby looked and how
genuinely happy they both looked. It's always nice to see a natural moment like that when
so many things on social media nowadays are staged and made to look better than they
really are.
In this conversation, both the participant and the individual she was communicating with, her
sister, were experiencing positive emotions. They were enjoying the moment they could share
because of their online connection. Another participant, a 22-year-old female, described her
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connection to an online Christian community by simply stating she felt, “Happiness, because it
made me not feel alone.” By communicating with her online community members, this
participant is able to experience happiness as well as a sense of connection to her fellow
members. Although not as robustly defined in the online community sense, this type is
fundamentally the same as the happiness and joy type found within the offline community
conversations as well.
Understood and Satisfied. This second type describes a category of emotions found in
conversations between online community members in which participants felt that they were
being understood by their fellow community member/s. By feeling heard and understood,
conversations where these emotions were present resulted in a high level of satisfaction as well.
As one 23-year-old female reported about a conversation with members of her online Reddit
community,
I felt connection with these people, I felt understood. There were times throughout the
conversation when I was frustrated or surprised, but that was mostly because our topic of
conversation was our long-distance relationships and those conversations always come
with a lot of varying emotions.
Even though parts of her conversation involved frustration or surprise, this participant was still
able to feel connected and understood by her fellow community members. These Reddit
community members, although they likely had conflicting opinions on the subject at hand, were
able to share their ideas in a way that they could be listened to and understood. Another
respondent reported on her online community of artists. She states,
The emotions I remember feeling during this conversation was the feeling of satisfaction
when the other artist took my advice graciously.
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By communicating with other members of her online community, this 21-year-old is able to
share her ideas and advice with others who share similar interests. She is able to be heard and to
have her advice be put to good use through her membership in this online community.

Excitement. This last positive type defines a category of emotions found in
conversations between online community members involving surprise and excitement. These
emotions were present when community members were discussing a positive event or occurrence
that they were looking forward to. One 24-uear-old male reported on his online community of
Facebook friends. He states, “We haven’t spoken in a while so it was a feeling of excitement and
catching back up.” Through his online community membership, he was able to experience the
positive emotion of excitement in anticipation of catching up with a good friend. Another
participant, a 22-year-old female, described her participation in an online community of
Instagram members. She states,
I felt excitement because I admire their work and would like to see what photo work we
can create together. They were responding just as positively as I was and we were
discussing meeting up and shooting photos together because we like each other’s work.
Just as Facebook allowed the previous participant to experience excitement with his friend,
membership in the Instagram community allowed this female participant to connect to those who
share a common photography interest and to get excited about the work these members could do
together.
Negative Emotions
Sadness. This type again is very similar to the sadness and sorrow type found in offline
community conversations although, in the online community representation, it is more simplistic.
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This type describes a grouping of emotions involved in the experience of sadness such as
empathy and concern. Conversations where sadness was present often times were associated
with the feeling of being missed by loved ones, missing out on an opportunity, or a tragic event
that had occurred. A 21-year-old male involved in an online gaming community expressed his
concern when individuals in his community were not able to participate. He states,
The main emotion was sadness when people said they couldn’t get on when certain
people wanted them too.
This participant expressed the sadness he felt when his community members were limited in their
ability to be involved in a gaming opportunity. A 20-year-old female participant also expressed
her emotional sadness when talking about a love one who had passed away. She was able to
share in her sadness with her friends and family through her connections over Facebook. She
states,
I was sad because someone we knew died. The entire conversation was a sad one and
didn’t really change through the conversation.
Without her fellow online community members, this participant may have had to suffer her
sadness alone. But through her connections, she was able to reach out and communicate about
the passing of a loved one over Facebook.
Nostalgia
Nostalgia is a rather difficult emotion to place into either a positive or negative category
as it can be interpreted very differently by various people in a variety of situations. Although not
easy to place in an emotionally defined box, nostalgia, or the feeling of being nostalgic, was
found in many responses of online community conversations. It was listed as both an emotion as
well as a benefit of online community membership in many responses. This emotion represents
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the idea of reminiscing with friends and family about days past. As was stated previously, it is
not inherently a positive or negative emotion. Some respondents reported feeling nostalgic in a
positive sense such as one 33-year-old male who states,
Nothin but love for my homie! Seriously though, I love the guy. Maybe feelings of
nostalgia in there. We go way back.
Through this participant’s connection to his online community members on Facebook, he is able
to stay in touch with his “homie” and reminisce about the good old days. Another respondent in
an online alumni organization also reported a more positive side of nostalgia by again describing
her capabilities through Facebook to look back at the times her friends shared together in college.
By connecting in this online environment, she is able to walk memory lane with her community
members who can no longer see each other face to face easily.
Not all respondents reported the emotion of nostalgia in a positive light though. Some
expressed the feeling of missing their community members or missing the times they had shared
with their community members. As one 27-year-old male reported, during his conversation with
his online Facebook community, he felt, “The emotion of missing the old days and the desire of
meeting again”. This respondent was feeling nostalgic in a more negative sense where he missed
the times he had spent together with his community members. Whether good or bad, positive or
negative, this emotion type represents the emotions present in conversations in which community
members looked into the past together and remembered the times they had shared together.
Although this taxonomy of emotion sets represents the most commonly found emotions
presented in conversations between online community members, the researchers again believe it
pertinent to show the in vivo emotions described by the participants. As stated previously when
describing emotions found offline, the full list of emotions can be used to show a rather drastic

43

difference in offline and online emotional representation. While the emotions described in offline
community conversations were vast and varied, the emotions found in online conversations were
much more restricted in their descriptions. Table 2 contains the list of in vivo emotions as
described by online community members.

Table 2. In Vivo Emotions in Online Community Conversations

Conclusion
As was demonstrated through the definition and description of benefit types and emotion
types found offline versus online, it is clear that there are important differences between the way
people connect and communicate with community members online compared to offline. From
the benefits listed to the terms used to describe their emotions, participant responses reflected
major differences, as well as some similarities, between these two forms of community. These
will be explored more in-depth in the next chapter. In that next and final chapter, the findings of
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this study as well as its implications will be explored further through theory. Limitations to this
research will also be examined as well as areas for further research on this topic in the future.

CHAPTER 4
DISCUSSION
It is clear to see from the results of this study that there are differences in the benefits one
receives from their online versus offline community membership While offline community
membership includes social, educational, emotional, health, and financial benefits, online
community membership includes educational benefits as well as the benefits of global reach,
convenience, and the ability to reconnect and reminisce with other members. It is also evident
that even if many researchers study communities as either being on- or offline, Baym’s (2015)
hunches about hybrid communities being more common is supported by this data. As was
evident in data exemplars from both areas, people are going between the two modes of
communication to form their community relationships.
It is also clear through the demonstration of emotional types that individuals belonging to
each of the two types of communities experience and express emotions differently depending on
their membership. While offline community members reported the positive emotions of love and
support, happiness and joy, understanding and reassurance, and excitement; as well as the
negative emotions of stress and worry, sadness and sorrow, and anger and annoyance, online
community members only reported the emotion types of happiness and joy, understanding and
satisfaction, excitement, sadness, and nostalgia. Table 3 on the following page makes it easier to
compare and contrast the emotional typologies. To unpack these findings, I consider future
research using both social information processing theory (SIPT; Walther, 1992) as well as the
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hyperpersonal capabilities of online communication (Walter, 1996). I also further explore these
findings using Baym’s (2015) five qualities of online communities.

Table 3. Emotional Typologies

Discussion of Benefits
The types of benefits found within offline communities compared to online communities is
somewhat dissimilar. Participants reported a variety of benefits for each type of community but
only one was found to overlap between both online and offline membership. Besides the
educational benefits type, membership within either an offline community or online community
resulted in inherently different benefits.
The benefits reported in this study can be further considered through an examination of
previous research. As demonstrated in Wellman (1988), the definition of community innately
begins this discussion of benefits. Wellman (1988) states that communities are made up of
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loosely-based relationships in which members feel they are able to obtain a variety of benefits.
Coleman (1988) also includes the exchange of resources in the definition of community.
Commonly found benefits of offline community membership are relatively consistent
with the findings of the current study. Emotional support (the emotional benefit type) is explored
in Cutrona and Russell (1990). Informational support (similar to the previously defined
education type) as well as tangible aid (similar to the financial benefit type) have also been
previously listed as benefits of community membership (Baym, 2015). Even esteem support (a
combination of the educational and emotional benefit types) which consists of the benefit of
increased feelings of competence, feedback on skills, and self-acceptance has previously been
reported (Baym, 2015). These previous studies support the reliability of the findings of this study
in that the benefits found within offline community membership are highly connected to those
found within past research. Where this study begins to diverge from previous understandings of
community membership benefits is in the differences found between online and offline
community membership.
One explanation of this difference can be found in Baym (2015). When individuals
decide to communicate with others, they tend to select the communication channel whose
characteristics are congruent with the needs of that individual at the time. With a specific task at
hand, individuals will pause to determine which form of communication would make the task the
easiest to complete. Since different media allow for the exchange of different resources, someone
who has access to a variety of channels will select the one that will best suit their current
situation (Dimmick, Feaster, & Ramirez, 2011). This understanding of media selection can help
explain the reported benefits of each type of community. If the task at hand is to communicate
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with someone across the globe, the easiest way to accomplish that would be to use some form of
CMC. If the task at hand is to socialize and be entertained with others, the easiest way to
accomplish that would be to communicate with friends in the immediate vicinity who could
potentially provide immediate success in fulfilling this need. By selecting the communication
channel best suited to the need of an individual, this process inherently establishes the benefits in
a repetitive cycle. It cannot be stated through this research then that each type of community
produces types of benefits naturally. Instead, it may be that the individuals who compose each
type of community come to the community with a need already in place. They have chosen a
specific community to turn to in order to meet this need.
Examples of this relationship can be seen throughout many of the responses about
benefits. Take, for instance, those who reported on their Greek societies, their fraternity and
sorority communities. Many of these respondents described the benefits of these offline
communities as social, entertainment-based benefits. Someone who is looking for a way to
connect socially while in a university setting can easily determine that joining a Greek
organization would result in the fulfillment of their social needs. In joining a fraternity or
sorority, they can socialize and be involved in a variety of fun events. Within these examples, the
individuals in the offline community create the need which is being met. Without the
presentation of this need originally, they most likely would have not joined the organization. So,
through the presentation of this need, the benefits of this type of offline community can be
acquired.
The same explanation can be demonstrated through the educational benefit of offline
communities. As demonstrated in the presentation of the participant demographics, the majority
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of the respondents were the typical age of a university/college student. These respondents
reported that they received educational benefits from their offline community membership (i.e.
their enrollment in higher education). In order to fulfill the task at hand, their need for an
education, these community members selected the easiest and most efficient way to complete
this task; they became a member of a university.
This explanation also crosses over to online community membership. When the goal is to
connect to friends and family that are not geographically close or to reconnect with individuals
who have not been contacted in some time, the most efficient way to go about achieving this goal
is to connect to an online community where these people are present. It is helpful to consider that
online communication puts people into a particular mindset (e.g., Walther, 1992) but also that
talking about online communication can put people into a particular mindset as well. Duck
(2011) discusses the rhetorical nature of talking about relationships, and his musings could very
well apply to how participants are articulating their online experiences. Even though the data, in
many cases, suggests that a community is kept both on- and offline, participants espoused
different qualities—sometimes latently, sometimes directly—with a particular mode. To that
end, it might be beneficial to consider that the rhetorical nature of talking about community
relationships might be impacted by whether those relationships are on- or offline. Similar to what
Manning (2014) found when he explored off- versus online dating communities, differences
across the two channel-types may be more rhetorical in nature even if they have a palpable
impact on the emotions of participants.
In the case of this research study, convenience was labeled as a benefit type for online
community members. If these understandings are truthful, it may be that convenience is a benefit
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that runs throughout each communication channel, and therefore each form of community. The
current study demonstrated this type of benefit only in online communities, which is odd if
Baym’s (2015) description of channel selection is correct. One explanation for this phenomenon
though may be that individuals who communicate online via CMC channels such as those found
in online communities recognize the importance of the benefit of convenience. Offline
community members, who may see each other frequently face to face, may simply not be aware
of the convenience benefit they receive from these daily interactions.
Just as individuals choose the easiest communication channel to get their tasks
completed, so to do individuals enter into communities in which they believe they will be able to
meet their needs thereby creating the benefits which were reported in this study.

Emotional Explanations
To begin this discussion of emotions, the social information processing theory must be
defined. The social information processing theory (SIPT) of computer-mediated communication
(CMC) was first established by Walther in 1992. This theory explains how individuals get to
know one another when in an online context lacking in nonverbal cues. SIPT is used to describe
how these online individuals develop and maintain their relationships within this computermediated environment. At the core of this theory is the prediction that, if sufficient time has
elapsed in order to exchange a generous amount of communication, these computer-mediated
outlets should be able to facilitate the development of interpersonal relations no less so than faceto-face communication. Computer-mediated communication is lacking in the transmission of
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nonverbal cues but is able to make up for it through the exchange of symbols to express what is
commonly displayed through nonverbal communication.
Through this theory, Walther argues that online connections through computer-mediated
communication are no less capable of producing close and affectionate relationships. If a
relationship has had enough time, if individuals have shared sufficient information through CMC
channels, then their relationship should be just as affectionate as similar relationships found
offline (Walther & Burgoon, 1992).
Jones (1995) also explored the social information processing perspective of online
communication. From this researcher’s viewpoint, individuals who connect via CMC channels
use the text they receive to generate their impressions of the others involved in that relationship
or community. This relationship is refined as more time passes resulting in an understanding of
the other that may be as clear and as connected as those relationships found offline.
One aspect of SIPT is that relationships formed online take more time to develop due to
the lag of information being shared between both sides of the relationship. This component of
SIPT can be used to describe the differences found between online and offline community
members’ emotions during conversations. Because these online relationships take more time to
form, members may still be processing and developing their impressions of those they have
connected with online. Due to the lack of nonverbal cues, the individuals found in these online
communities may simply still be in the forming stages of their relationships with community
members and therefore communicate less emotional information when in conversation with other
members.
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As stated in Walther (1996), there are instances where computer-mediated
communication has been able to surpass the emotional and affectionate capabilities of face-toface communication. This form of hyperpersonal communication demonstrates that not all cases
of computer-mediated connections result in reduced sense of connection due to the loss of
nonverbal communication. In these cases of hyperpersonal CMC where online communication
exceeds the relational accomplishments of face-to-face interactions, communicators are able to
relax and focus on their communication because of the asynchronicity of CMC. More cognitive
resources of the communicators are able to be focused around other parts of the conversation
such as emotional connections and relationship building. When connecting to an online
community, individuals who are trusted and who share meaning with others, can overcome this
lack of cues found in CMC channels commonly used to communicate with online community
members.
Although online communities are shown to incorporate less emotional language in their
conversations between members, it is likely not the case that these relationships or the channels
that are being used are less efficient in connecting individuals together to form relationships. It is
not that online communities are less personal due to the lack of nonverbal cues and emotionallycharged text, or the limitations of the channels used to have these conversations for that matter,
but the newness of the relationships themselves that is contributing to the lack of emotions
present in the conversations between online community members. As stated in SIPT,
relationships that are found online or through CMC channels may take longer to fully form.
Because of the relatively new reduced cue system of CMC, there has not yet been enough time
for online communicators to catch up to the hundreds of years humans have been communicating

53

face to face. A robust emotional vocabulary has yet to be created for these discussions found
online. Individuals still feel connected to these online community members and still gain the
benefits of their membership. They can still derive rich and meaningful relationships from their
online communities. The drastic differences found in the amount of terms used to describe the
emotions found in online compared to offline community member’s conversations could simply
be due to the fact that we do not yet have the language to describe these emotions online.
Another explanation of the reduced emotional texts in online community conversations
can be found in Baym (2015). In this text, Baym explores five qualities of online groups and
communities. One such quality is described as shared practice, or the routine norms that are
usually established in online communities. Community members share in these practices when
they communicate within the community in which these norms were created. Within online
communities more so than offline, the lack of space (or geographically-based meeting space) and
need for speed help create a reduced language set within these communities. A shared practice
found within many online communities is this lack of an extensive vocabulary used to describe
emotions. Throughout the evolution of online communication and CMC, language has been
reduced and abbreviated to the most simplistic form in many cases. The emotion of humor and
joy for instance in simplistically expressed with only three letter, LOL. Even stating that
something is awe inspiring or amazing has been reduced to one word, epic.
These shortend and condensed terms used to describe emotions represent a deeper feeling
present during the actually event or conversation. Because of this need for speed though, and the
shared understanding of reduced and abbreviated language, conversations between online
community members lack the emotional verbiage found in their offline counterparts. Through
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this shortened form of language though, individuals can connect even more closely with online
community members. By adhering to the norm of online communication within that community,
a shared identity can be created as well as a sense of community.
Online community norms can be further examined through a study by McLaughlin and
Vitak (2012) in which undergraduate Facebook users were surveyed in regards to the norms they
felt were present in their online Facebook communities. Out of the responses gathered, three
major norms could be deduced; that community members should not post too many status
updates, that they should not write overly emotional updates, and that they should not tag
pictures of others that might reflect negatively on them. This second norm, the understanding
that overly emotional text, may help demonstrate why the finding of the current study showed a
limited language set for emotional descriptions.
Whether due to the relative newness of online connections or the expected norms of
conversation found within online communities, it is clear through this research that the types of
emotions present during conversations between offline versus online differ greatly.

Limitations and Future Research
One limitation of this study is, as is the case for many researchers, the sample of
participants that responded to the online questionnaire. Although convenient and resulting in a
large sample size, and even though a similar sample would work in a study that is more
ethnographic in nature, the majority of respondents were college-aged students from a large Midwestern university and yet I am generalizing their behavior to communities in general. Although
these students still represent a large population of young adults, this study’s findings cannot be
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easily generalized to community members outside of the typical U.S university student. It would
be beneficial for future researchers to extend this type of study to participants outside of this
commonly studied age range. There may be a difference in how individuals outside of this
immerging adult range connect to their online and offline communities. How individuals from
different generations use online communication devices is varied and would likely be
represented more clearly in a sample that included a wider variety of ages. With all of this being
said though, limited generalizability is common in qualitative research. Additionally, this type of
research is often more focused on transferability, or the idea that the concepts being studied in
detail within one sample may provide insights to other areas of inquiry (Manning & Kunkel,
2014).
Another limitation of this study, and of community-based communication research in
general, is the lack of a concrete operationalized definition of the term community itself. In its
most basic sense, community is considered the individuals who interact with each other and
share common interests. Varied definitions of community can be found in a range of articles such
as Adams and Sardiello (2000), Chen (2009), Doherty (2004), Ridings et al. (2006), and
Feenberg and Bakardjieva (2004). When crossing the scholarly divide between fields, such as
into the field of psychology, the definition becomes even more unclear. Although a lot of
attention is currently being placed on a more complex understanding of online community
definitions, the root of the term still causes issues within research. As stated in Baym (2015),
online communities are still very difficult to define. When someone says online community, are
they referencing virtual communities, social networks, social media connections…? The more
one looks, the more definitions they will find for this complex term. To this end, a future study

56

might entail participant definitional analysis (Manning, 2013) to gain a stronger grasp of what
people mean when they talk about community. Given this study’s findings about the differences
between online and offline community—as well as the overlapping of off- and online worlds—it
would be beneficial to approach the participant definitional analysis from multiple angles and
likely even multiple different age groups.
While, in the current study, a definition of community was given to participants, many
still strayed from that definition when describing their communities. In many responses, the
community members with which the respondents had shared a conversation were also their
family members. When asked to give their own definitions of community, many respondents
included family members in their definition. Also, when asked to define family, many
respondents reported non-related love ones in their definitions. Although this study did not
include coding separated by family-based community members and non-related community
members, there may have been a difference in how these individuals were connecting,
communicating, and sharing in a sense of community. Further research should be conducted in
order to extract a more precise definition of how individuals view their communities and
families. To do this, future researchers may find it beneficial to use participant definitional
analysis (Manning, 2013). As is the case for this particular study, future analysis will be
conducted utilizing the definitions given by participants to create a better operationalized
definition of community. Additionally, researchers should consider that studies that define
community for participants might be impacted by those participants drifting from the way the
word is being conceptualized or operationalized in the study. This finding also raises good
questions about the validity of past research.
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Although this term is complex and loosely defined in many ways, it still remains an
important topic to study in communication research. As stated in Baym (2015),
No one has even been able to agree on what exactly “community” means. Despite, or
perhaps because of, the term’s openness to a variety of interpretations, it remains useful
(p.83).
Another area for future investigation is in the blurring of lines between online and offline
communities and the benefits that are afforded to each. It might be that these distinctions
between community types is merely rhetorical, as Manning (2014) found in other online settings.
It also might be beneficial to consider how, sociopsychologically, people switch back and forth
between their online and offline connections utilizing the theoretical frameworks of social
information processing (Walther, 1992) or even a more fluid theory such as polymediation
(Calka, 2014). Regardless of method of inquiry, what is evident from this data is that Baym’s
(2015) arguments regarding the fluidity of online and offline spaces is a salient feature of
community.
To further continue this line of research, the motivations behind one’s choice in connections
should be addressed. Why an individual decides to become a member of one community over
another as well as situations where there is no choice and membership is simply inherited or even
forced would contribute to a more robust understanding of offline as well as online community
membership.
An individual’s motivations to become a member of either an online or offline
community tie back into the three basic needs as described in the self-determination theory
(SDT) previously discussed in Chapter 1. This theory proposes three basic needs (competence,
relatedness, and autonomy) that work as motivators for individuals to act in order to experience
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well-being (Burke et al., 2014). Why someone would connect to a community online versus
offline could be attributed to their motivation to fulfill these three needs. When an individual is
attempting to meet the need of autonomy, they may turn to their online communities, or join a
new one, to be able to boost their feelings of control through the asynchronicity of online
interactions. By connecting online though, they may experience a reduction in their ability to
meet the relational need of SDT, thereby resulting in a motivation to connect to an offline
community of individuals they feel close to (Roseth et al., 2011).
In order to study the connection between the self-determination theory and the results of
this study, future quantitative research should be connected. By utilizing quantitative methods,
future researchers can gather a better understanding of how the needs of SDT connect to why and
how individuals communicate with either their online of offline community members.
Additional factors such as communication apprehension could also be used to further the
findings of this study. Communication apprehension may lead some to connect more with online
community members due to the safety and comfort of the computer mediated context in which
those communities tend to reside (Amichai-Hamburger & McKenna, 2006). It may also be that
some do not wish to use these forms of technology and so choose to not connect to communities
which are solely found online. Some individuals may heed the warning of Turkel (2011) and
choose to connect offline hoping to be able to establish more fulfilling and satisfying
relationships. If, as a society, we can understand the inherent benefits found within offline and
online community membership, could it be that individuals are selective in how they connect in
order to reap those specific benefits? There are many questions still needing to be answered
when it comes to community research in the field of communication.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this research study sought to explore the possible differences and
similarities between the benefits gained through offline and online community membership. This
study also aimed to gather a more detailed understanding of the emotions that are commonly
present during conversations between community members either offline or online. Through the
use of a series of open-ended questions presented in an online survey, the researchers were able
to gather the necessary data to create a typology of benefits and emotions within both kinds of
communities. It is my hope that this study can be used to further future studies in the
procurement of a more detailed and complex understanding of community membership as a
whole and how computer-mediated communication affects this connection. Whether or not
researchers see the expansion of online communication and online connection in a positive or
negative light, it is clear that this ability to form and maintain beneficial and emotionally
satisfying relationships is an important area of communication research to study in the future.
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You are invited to participate in a research study on communication channel usage and
connection to your community. You need to be 18 years or older to participate. There will be no
cost of participating in this study.
Participation in this project will involve completing brief questionnaires about communication
channel usage, sense of community, communication apprehension, and most and least satisfying
conversations. The survey will take approximately 20-30 minutes to complete. These surveys are
anonymous- we will not ask for your name on any of the questionnaires.
Your participation is voluntary. Your choice to participate or not participate will have no impact
on your relationship with Northern Illinois University. You may choose to avoid questions that
make you feel uncomfortable and you may withdraw from the study at any time without
penalty.
There are no foreseeable risks to you from participating in this research. Although there may be
no direct benefits to you as a participant, you may request to receive the results of this study
which may benefit your understanding of the implications of communication channel usage.
Your responses will not be linked to your name in our records, and you will not be personally
identified in any publications that result from this study. Only the research team and individuals
who assure the rightful treatment of research participants (IRB auditors) will have access to the
data. If you have any questions about the research, you may contact Maureen Wieland at (320)
904-4050 or mwieland1@niu.edu.
You may report (anonymously, if you so choose) any complaints or comments regarding the
manner in which this study is being conducted to the Office of Research Compliance at Northern
Illinois University at (815) 753-8588. Or, if you would like, you can contact the faculty advisor
for this research study Dr. Jimmie Manning at jman@niu.edu.
Your completion of the online survey will indicate your willingness to participate in this research
project. Again, thank you for your time.
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Exempt Determination
19-Jan-2016
Maureen Wieland
Communication
RE: Protocol # HS16-0011 "Communication and community: An exploration of factors
contributing to one's connection to on and offline communities”
Dear Maureen Wieland,
Your application for institutional review of research involving human subjects was reviewed by
Institutional Review Board #1 on 19-Jan-2016 and it was determined that it meets the criteria for
exemption, as defined by the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services Regulations for
the Protection of Human Subjects, 45 CFR 46.101(b), 2.
Although this research is exempt, you have responsibilities for the ethical conduct of the research
and must comply with the following:
Amendments: You are responsible for reporting any amendments or changes to your research
protocol that may affect the determination of exemption and/or the specific category. This may
result in your research no longer being eligible for the exemption that has been granted.
Record Keeping: You are responsible for maintaining a copy of all research related records in a
secure location, in the event future verification is necessary. At a minimum these documents
include: the research protocol, all questionnaires, survey instruments, interview questions and/or
data collection instruments associated with this research protocol, recruiting or advertising
materials, any consent forms or information sheets given to participants, all correspondence to or
from the IRB, and any other pertinent documents.
Please include the protocol number (HS16-0011) on any documents or correspondence sent to
the IRB about this study.
If you have questions or need additional information, please contact the Office of Research
Compliance and Integrity at 815-753-8588.
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SCREEN THREE
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey! Feel free to take as much space as you need
to answer each question. Any details you can provide will be helpful.
To begin, this survey deals with two different concepts: family and community. We will look at
each separately.
To allow us a sense of how you see each, we would like to know:
1. How do you define family? Please do not worry about trying to provide a technical or
dictionary definition. We want to understand what family means to you.

2. How do you define community? Again, do not worry about trying to provide a technical
or dictionary definition. We just want to get a sense of what you mean when you use the
word.
3.

Click to continue
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SCREEN FOUR [This screen and Screen Five will alternate.]
For the rest of this survey we will deal with community. When we refer to community, we mean
the following:
Community is a feeling of fellowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes,
interests, ideas, activities, and/or goals. Communities are sometimes connected by
geographical location, but they can also be connected online.
Now we ask that you think of a community that you are a member of that fits this definition.
Please describe this community and your membership in it.

Next, please provide what benefits, if any, you receive from your connection to this community.

In regards to this community, think of one member or members that you feel particularly close
to. Then think back to the conversations you had with this person or persons in the previous
week.
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Describe the MOST RECENT conversation you had with this individual or group. Please include
what the conversation was about and what topics were covered.

To gather more detail about the conversation, we would also like to know how you
communicated with this person or group. Was it over the phone? On Facebook? Face to face?,
Please indicate below how you had that conversation and why that way of communicating was
used.

Did you consider other ways of talking to the person or group before selecting the way of
communicating you did? If so, why did you choose that way over another?

What emotions, if any, can you recall feeling during this conversation? Were they associated
with any particular part of the conversation?
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All things considered, did you get what you needed out of the conversation? Why or why not?

Finally, did this conversation make you feel more connected to the community you are in with
the person or group? Please explain why or why not.

Just to clarify: Was this most recent conversation the ONLY conversation you had with this
person or group within the last week?
Yes
No

Click to continue
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SCREEN FIVE
Next, please describe the MOST MEMORABLE conversation that occurred between you and
this group member or members in the past week. Please include what the conversation was about
and what topics were covered. If the most memorable conversation is also the most recent
conversation you just described on the last page, then just say so in the box and move to the next
question.

To gather more detail about the conversation, we would also like to know how you
communicated with this person or group. Was it over the phone? On Facebook? Face to face?,
Please indicate below how you had that conversation and why that way of communicating was
used.

Did you consider other ways of talking to the person or group before selecting the way of
communicating you did? If so, why did you choose that way over another?
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What emotions, if any, can you recall feeling during this conversation? Were they associated
with any particular part of the conversation?

All things considered, did you get what you needed out of the conversation? Why or why not?

Finally, did this conversation make you feel more connected to the community you are in with
the person or group? Please explain why or why not.

Is the community you described found online, offline, or both?
Online
Offline
Both
If both: Can you please explain how this community interacts both on- and offline?
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[Research note: by selecting one of these items, participants will be taken to the appropriate next
page. If they indicate that they had been reporting on an offline community, the following
questions will be directed toward an online community. If they indicate they had been reporting
on an online community, the following questions will be directed toward an offline community.]

Click to continue
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SCREEN SIX[This screen and Screen Four will alternate.]
Next we ask that you think of a second community that you are a member of, but this time, bring
to mind an [online] [offline] community. Remember the current definition of community used in
this study is as follows:
Community is a feeling of fellowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes,
interests, ideas, activities, and/or goals. Communities are sometimes connected by
geographical location, but they can also be connected online.
Do you consider yourself to be a member of an [online] [offline] community?
YES
NO

Click to continue
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SCREEN SEVEN

In regards to this second [online] [offline] community you were just asked to think about, please
describe this community and your membership.

Next, please provide what benefits, if any, you receive from your connection to this community.

In regards to this community, think of one member or members that you feel particularly close
to. Then think back to the conversations you had with this person or persons in the previous
week.
Describe the MOST RECENT conversation you had with this individual or group. Please include
what the conversation was about and what topics were covered.
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To gather more detail about the conversation, we would also like to know how you
communicated with this person or group. Was it over the phone? On Facebook? Face to face?,
Please indicate below how you had that conversation and why that way of communicating was
used.

Did you consider other ways of talking to the person or group before selecting the way of
communicating you did? If so, why did you choose that way over another?

What emotions, if any, can you recall feeling during this conversation? Were they associated
with any particular part of the conversation?

All things considered, did you get what you needed out of the conversation? Why or why not?
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Finally, did this conversation make you feel more connected to the community you are in with
the person or group? Please explain why or why not.

Please check the box to indicate you response.
Was this most recent conversation the only conversation you had with this person or group
within the last week?
Yes
No

Click to continue
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SCREEN EIGHT
Next, please describe the MOST MEMORABLE conversation that occurred between you and
this group member or members in the past week. Please include what the conversation was about
and what topics were covered. If the most memorable conversation is also the most recent
conversation you just described on the last page, then just say so in the box and move to the next
question.

To gather more detail about the conversation, we would also like to know how you
communicated with this person or group. Was it over the phone? On Facebook? Face to face?,
Please indicate below how you had that conversation and why that way of communicating was
used.

Did you consider other ways of talking to the person or group before selecting the way of
communicating you did? If so, why did you choose that way over another?
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What emotions, if any, can you recall feeling during this conversation? Were they associated
with any particular part of the conversation?

All things considered, did you get what you needed out of the conversation? Why or why not?

Finally, did this conversation make you feel more connected to the community you are in with
the person or group? Please explain why or why not.

Is the community you described found online, offline, or both?
Online
Offline
Both
If both: Can you please explain how this community interacts both on- and offline?

Click to continue
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SCREEN NINE
You are almost done. Thank you so much for helping with this study! Your input is valuable and
appreciated.
This last section includes information about communication channels. Communication channels
are the way you interact with others and can include face to face communication, voice telephone
calls, interaction through online games, or Facebook, among others.

Click to continue.
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SCREEN TEN
What channels do you tend to use when communicating with members of your [online] [offline]
community?
Are there any communications channels, or ways that you share ideas and messages, that you
tend to avoid communicating through? And if so, why do you avoid using these channels?

Do you find it easier to communicate using certain channels over others? Why?

Click to continue
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SCREEN ELEVEN
Thank you for completing this survey. The last thing for you to do before you are done is finish
this brief demographic questionnaire.
1. What region of the United States are you from?
Midwest
Southwest
Southeast
West
North East
Other

2. What is your current major in school or occupation?

3. What is your age?

4. What is your sex?
Male
Female
Other
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5. What is your ethnicity?
Caucasian
African American
Asian
Hispanic
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Pacific Islander
Other

6. How would you describe your relationship status?
Single
Dating
Married/Committed
Divorced
Widowed
7. What is your gender?

8. What is your sexual orientation?

Click to continue
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SCREEN TWELVE
Thank you so much for completing this survey! I truly appreciate the time you have given to
further this research. Please feel free to share this survey link with your friends and colleagues.
Also, if you have any questions, concerns, or comments, please contact the primary researcher at
mwieland1@niu.edu. Your responses have been recorded. You may now exit this page. Again,
thank you.

